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becomes more and more a bourgeois theatrical form, while the farts tradition
maintains a more resolutely popular style of expression, finding its home in the
Carnival or what the French call the f&te populaire. It is the subject of cultural,
rather than literary, history, although some literary historians do extend the defi-
nition of the ‘stage’ to include popular spectacles and pageants.

Let us begin with a brief description of the Feast of Fools. Its dates were not
definitively fixed — certainly not by the official church (which at best tolerated it
and more usually condemned it) — and in some parts of France it began earlier or
ended later than in others. In general, however, it ran between Christmas and
Epiphany, being thus the French equivalent of the Twelve Days of Christmas,
culminating in the celebrations of Twelfth Night'.

As far as one can tell, the elements inserted into the formal liturgy during this
period were originally quite innocuous in nature, rather following the model of
the little acted scenes at Jesus’ tomb which might be inserted into the Mass at
Easter-tide. But gradually, the insertions or interpolations — the ‘stuffing’ which
is the original meaning of the French word farce (from farcir, to stuff) — which
were introduced in the post-Christmas period took on a less and less reverent
form and eventually became quite the opposite of pious worship. It is possible,
as some writers have suggested?, to recognise here the vestigial persistence of
those Saturnalia celebrations that had lingered on in parts of Gaul even after the
Romans had marched away. Whether or not that is so, the post-Christmas cere-
monies did tend to move more and more in the direction of bawdy if not pagan
revelry, and one can see how that might come about.

On Christmas Eve, for instance, in Rouen, Beauvais and other cathedrals®,
there was from the twelfth century onwards a liturgical scene performed in ho-
nour of the donkey, whose role in the Christian story had been a favourite theme
of St Augustine : in front of the cathedral doors was sung the prose sequence
known as Orientis partibus, which began with the words

1 It sometimes ran until the octave of the Epiphany. See Oxford Companion to French Literature, article
Féte des Fous.

2 See Gaignebet C., Le Carnaval: essais de mythologie populaire, Paris, Payot, 1974, pp. 43-44.
Accounts of the Féte des Fous are to be found in most standard works which refer to medieval French
farce. See in particular Milner Davis J., Farce, London, Methuen 1978; Vloberg, M., Les Noéls de
France, Grenoble, Arthaud 1934; Auguet, R., Fétes et spectacles populaires, [Paris), Flammarion.

The oldest, and still one of the best, accounts, is Fournel V., Les Spectacles populaires et les artistes
des rues, Paris, Dentu 1863.

3 OnRouen, see Vloberg, op. cit,, p. 44; on Beauvais, see Fournel,op. cit., p. 31.
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